by Clifford Goldstein

The hidden theme of the
book of Job
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Now there was a day when the sons of God came to present themselves
before the Lord, and Satan came also among them. And the Lord said unto Satan,
Whence earnest thou? Then Satan answered the Lord, and said, Eram going to
and fro in the earth, and from walking up and dawn in it And the Lard said unto
Satan, Hast thou considered my servant Job, that there is none like him in the
earth, a perfect and an upright man, one that feareth God, and escheweth evil?
Then Satan answered the Lord, and said, Doth Job fear God for nought? Hast
thou not made an hedge about him, and about his house, and about all that he
hath on every side? thou hast blessed the work of his hands, and his substance is
increased in the land. But put forth thine hand now, and touch all that he hath,
and he will curse thee to thy face. And the Lord said unto Satan, Behold, all that
he hath is in thy power" (Job 1:6-12).

hen all that he had does
fall into Satan's power,
Job—"the greatest man in
the east," a man whom God
Himself called "perfect" and
"upright"—becomes a blubbering, sobbing, wailing wreck reduced to rags as
he sits amid ashes and mourns: "Let
the day perish wherein I was born,
and the night in which it was said,
There is a man child conceived Let
that day be darkness. . . . Why died I
notfrom the womb?"
Who could blame him? All his
accumulated wealth is swept away—
"seven thousand sheep, three thousand camels, five hundred yoke of
oxen, andfivehundred she asses, and
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a very great household." The warmongering Sabeans,firststealing the
oxen and the she asses, put a sword
to his servants. Next,firevaporizes the
sheep and more domestics. Finally,
more marauders make off with the
camels, but not before they gut the
rest ofhis help!
"Why did I not die at birth?" Job
wails.
These trials merely pieamble Job's
woes. With seven sons and three
daughters, he had taken seriously the
biblical injunction to be fiuitfid and
multiply—yet a messenger brings
tragic news: "Your sons and daughters were eating and drinking wine in
their eldest brother's house and,

behold, a great wind came across the
wilderness and struck the four corners
of the house, and it fell upon the
young people, and they are dead."
Despite a lifetime cf prosperity and
happiness, in Just a Jew moments, all
that Job had and loved he lost. Who
could grasp the pain, the panic, the
confusion, that must have overwhelmed him? Then, when surely the
tragedies should have ended, Job's
skin erupts withfierceboils, "from the
sole ofhisfoot unto his crown "
Hot pus oozingfromhisflesh,Job
hunches amid the rums of life and
cries: "Oh that my grief were throughly weighed, and my calamity laid in
the balances together! For now it
would be heavier than the sand of the
sea."
Having numerous reason to abandon his religious beliefs, including a
wife who pressures him to "curse God,
and die," Job struggles to keep his
faith. No doubt, too, his soul as ransacked as his skin—this battered old
man, facing all this incentive to turn
awayfromhis God, asks the question
that has been asked since pain
dredged itsfirstfurrow upon a human
face: Why must men suffer? And
because it so boldly confronts this
question, the story of Job—millennia
after being scribbled on a scroll in
some ancient Near Eastern desert—is
still devoured by those who, seeking
relief have rubbed its pages on their
ownboUs.

A

mong the big names, Hegel,
Renan, Kierkegaard, Buber,
and Chesterton stand as just a
handful of t h e philosophers,
theologians, and biblical scholars who have probed Job in an
attempt to make sense of man's
seemingly senseless suffering.
Poet Archibald MacLeish based
his popular play J.B. on Job,
and H. G. Wells u s e d J o b to
form the nucleus of his novel
The Undying Fire. I n r e c e n t
years, evangelical writer Philip
Yancey, seeking answers as to
why humans suffer, h a s published much on the story of Job,
while Rabbi Harold Kushner,
asking similar questions, devoted a chapter to it in his bestselling When Bad
Things
Happen to Good People. And
yet, despite all this heavy theological, literary, and philosophical talent thrown at t h e book,
t h e y all m i s s e d one crucial
point.
Undoubtedly, the story of Job confronts the dilemma that worshipers
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of God have faced for millennia: If a
loving God exists in heaven, why are
we all such miserable wretches here
on earth?
Yet there's another strand to the
book of Job, one that all the heavies
read right over—and that is, religious liberty!
A central issue in the epic of Job
was religious liberty. Would Job worship God despite being pressured
not to? A wealthy man, Job had all
his material possessions destroyed
and his 10 children killed by a power
described as Satan, an evil being
who tried to stop Job from worshiping God. When that approach failed,
Job was smitten "with sore boils
from the sole of his foot unto his
crown" (Job 2:7). Still, Job refused to
turn from worshiping the Creator.
Whether or not one believes that
this story is factual, one point
hreiutably is: religious history reeks
with those who, like Satan in Job,
have tried to divert, alter, or destroy
the religious traditions and practice
of others. "It would be almost unbelievable," wrote Former Chief
Justice Walter Stacy, of the North
Carolina Supreme Court, "if history
did not record the tragic fact that
men have gone to war and cut each
other's throats because they could
not agree as to what was to become

of them after their throats were cut"
Former senator and ccmstitutional
scholar Sam Ervin wrote, "The most
heartrending story of history is that
of man's struggle against civil and
ecclesiastical tyranny for the simple
right to bow his own knees in his
own way before his own God."
And to break or at least to bend,
those who bow their own way, civil
and ecclesiastical tyrants have
employed economic and physical
means similar to what Satan used on
Job. "It is, indeed, better that men
should be brought to serve God by
instruction than by fear of punishment," said Augustine. "But because
the former means are better, the latter must not be neglected."
The latter hasn't been. Whether
in the Orient or the Occident,
Christian or Muslim, White or
Black—humans have suffered persecution for worshiping as they chose.
"Never in civilization," wrote historian Theodore White, "since the earliest ziggurats and temples went up
in the mud villages of prehistoric
Mesopotamia, Diasj there been any
state that left each individual to find
his waytoGod without the guidance
ofthe state."
The Old Testament book of
Daniel, for example, twice tells of
Hebrews who faced death, either by
fke or by lions, because they refused
to heed the state, which dictated
that they worship in a way contrary
to their own beliefs (Daniel 3, 6). In
the earliest days of the church,
Christians faced persecution from
heathen rulers; when Christians
became the rulers, however, they
persecuted the heathen. Eventually,
using both economic and physical
pressure, Christians repressed other
Christians as well. One imperial
edict issued by Constantine warned
nonorthodox sects of the economic
consequences of their continued
deviant faith: "AH ye who devise and
support heresies by means of your
private assemblies. . . . We have
directed accordingly that you be
deprived of all the houses in which
you are accustomed to hold your
assemblies."
For centuries the Jews have faced
various incentives, both economic
and physical, to change their worship. "Jews may engage only in the
work of street-sweepers and ragpickers," said Pope Paul IV in 1555,
"and may not be producers, merchants, nor trade in things necessary
for human use." Martin Luther, frustrated at his failed attempts at
Jewish evangelism, wrote that "all
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[the Jews'] ready money, gold and
silver jewelry should be confiscated," and that "young and healthy
Jews and Jewesses should be
equipped with flails, axes, mattocks,
spades, distaffs, and spindles and
should be compelled to earn their
livings by the sweat of their brows."
At various times, when economic
pressure didn't work Jews faced
more direct incentives: either worship as the church demanded—or
be killed.
Today nearly 300,000 Baha'is in
Iran face severe pressure to renounce
their faith, just as Satan wanted Job
to renounce his. Deprived of jobs,
schooling, protection of the law, and
sometimes even their lives, the
Baha'is suffer from a campaign of
institutionalized economic and physical discrimination, repression, and
persecution that has brought formal
Baha'i activitytoa halt
Obviously, Job exemplifies the
religious coercion that men have
faced for thousands of years. And
though millions have succumbed to
this pressure, Job refused. When
Satan destroyed all his possessions
and children, Job "arose, and rent
his mantie, and shaved his head,
and fell down upon the ground, and
worshipped" (Job 1:20). Even after
erupting in boils, Job still refused to
turn away from his God. When his
wife told him. to "curse God, and
die," Job retorted: "Thou speakest
as one of the foolish women
speaketh. What? shall we receive
good at the hand of God, and shall
we not receive evil?"
What kept Job from giving in?
Did God threaten him with worse
calamities if he turned away? Did
God warn, "If you think the devil is
doing a number on you, turn away
from Me and 111 make things so bad
you'll think the devil is your friend"?
No. Job worshiped God, not out
of fear, but out of love. So convinced
was he of God's goodness that Job
chose to remain faithful no matter
what His actions reveal the essence
of true worship: obedience bom out
of an intelligent appreciation of who
God is and what He is like.
The story never hints that God
applied any type of external pressure
on Job. Coerced faith is not the faith
that God wants, or accepts. God
wants allegiance that comes from love
only, which is why the Bible tells men
to "love the Lord thy God with all
thine heart, and with all thy soul, and
with all thy might" (Deuteronomy
6:5). An allegiance based on arrything
but love for God is as bogus as is a
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marriage based on fear.
God claims this allegiance and
worship because He is the Creator—
a theme also emphasized in Job. In
the last chapters of the book God
stresses that He, not Job, was the
one who made the world: "Where
wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth?" "Hast thou given
the horse his strength? hast thou
clothed his neck with thunder? . . .
Doth the hawk fly by thy wisdom,
and stretch her wings toward the
south? Doth the eagle mount up at
thy command, and make her nest on
high?" (Job 38:4; 39:19-27). Yet,
despite His creatorship, God did not
force Job to obey Him.
This theme of free will forms the
essence of true religious liberty. Two
centuries ago Thomas Jefferson,
understanding this principle, said
that God, though "being Lord both
of body and mind, yet chose not to
propagate it [religion] by coercions
on either, as was in his might power
to do." Jefferson warned also about
"fallible and uninspired men" who
assume "dominion over the faith of
others, setting up their own opinions
and modes of thinking as the only
true and infallible'' and then endeavor "to impose them on others."
If God Himself, t h e Creator,
doesn't impose "them on others,"
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then how dare men? Unfortunately,
men have dared—and endless innocent suffering, much like what Job
experienced, has been the fruit
Suffering, of course, remains elemental to the book of Job. Yet Job's
pain arose from the most basic religious liberty question: the right to
worship as one pleases. Religious liberty, therefore, stands as a crucial
strand in the book And linked with
religious liberty, even more important than tt, is the theme of faith, for
if Job's suffering exemplified anything—it was faith!
His own fetid flesh reeking like a
dead fish, Job resists pressure to
abandon his God- "But ask now the
beasts, and they shall teach thee; and
the fowls of the air, and they shall tell
thee: or speak to the earth, and it
shall teach thee: and the fishes of the
sea shall declare unto thee. Who
knoweth not in all these that the hand
of the Lord hath wrought this? In
whose hand is the soul of every living
thing, and the breath of all mankind"
(Job 12:7-10).
Despite everything, Job clings to,
maintains faith in, his God and—not
understanding the cause of his suffering—he nevertheless cries out:
"Though he slay me, yet I will trust in
him!" (Job 13:15). •

